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PRIVATEERING IN FLORIDA WATERS AND
NORTHWARDS IN THE REVOLUTION
by WILBUR H. SIEBERT
With the outbreak of the Revolution East Florida, remaining loyal to the British crown, was cut
off from intercourse and trade with the rebellious
colonies to the north and was victimized by privateers. The province could no longer import its
food supplies from its neighbors, and cargoes of
munitions, ordnance stores, and domestic goods
from England were subject to capture at sea. By
the same method St. Augustine sought to avenge
and reimburse herself for her losses.
She was suddenly awakened to a privateering
hazard on August 7, 1775, by the audacious feat of
the South Carolina sloop-of-war Commerce, Clement
Lempriere master, in boarding the brigantine Betsy,
Captain Alvara Lofthouse, as she lay at anchor off
the bar. The provincial vessel had come out two
days before and carried in shore four brass fieldpieces and two hundred ninety-three barrels of gunpowder. News of the Betsy’s expected arrival from
England with her valuable cargo, had reached
Henry Laurens, president of the council of safety
at Charleston, who thereupon ordered Lempriere
to waylay her and take off what gunpowder and
other warlike stores he could lay hands on. He
came alongside of the Betsy on the seventh,, boarded
her with twenty-five of his men carrying muskets
fitted with bayonets or supplied with swords and
pistols; he set guards over her captain and crew,
had her hatches lifted, and shifted to his sloop one
hundred and eleven barrels of the king’s powder
and about four hundred pounds weight belonging
to Robert Payne, a merchant of St. Augustine. Ten
unarmed soldiers from the town were on the Betsy
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as helpers and were constrained to assist the crew
of the Commerce, for which they were paid ten
guineas. Before returning to their own vessel the
high-handed visitors spiked the guns of Captain
Lofthouse, and dropped on his deck their order
from Henry Laurens and a draft on a Charleston
merchant for 1,000 sterling, signed by Lempriere,
in pretended payment for the powder. 1
When Governor Tonyn was informed of this
“villany,” or “piracy” as he called it, he ordered
out the provincial vessel, which took on an officer
and thirty privates and eight pieces of small ordnance. Its start was thus so delayed that it did
not reach the bar at Savannah until the day after
the Commerce had crossed it and gone up the inland
passage toward Beaufort, whence she had sailed.
The council of safety at Charleston acted defensively by sending fifteen grenadiers and fifteen artillerymen towards St. Augustine by water and a company
of provincials to Beaufort.
On complaint of Captain Lofthouse against the
raiders, Governor Tonyn issued a proclamation on
August 21 stating the facts and offering a reward
of 200 sterling for the apprehension and prosecution of the officers and crew of the Commerce. He
also promised the king’s pardon to any of her seamen who would testify against their fellows. 2
Soon after this boarding episode it was reported
that two armed schooners were cruising off the
Florida coast. Tory refugees were now resorting
to the province in increasing numbers and the food
supply was beginning to run low, therefore the
governor took the risk of sending open boats into
southern Georgia for supplies of rice and corn. He
hoped to establish this route of “private trade”
1. American Archives, 4th Ser., Vol. III, 180, 703, 834.
2. Ibid., 705.
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for provisions because the Florida planters were
cultivating “more valuable produce,” namely indigo
and naval stores. 3
The schooner St. John was supposed to be stationed on the Florida coast at this time, and the sloop
Savage was on duty at the island of New Providence.
Actually both of these vessels anchored at the island, “out of the way of action, in perfect quiet,”
instead of rendering needed assistance in Florida
seas. The St. John had been at St. Augustine only
once, which was before the Commerce-Betsy affair.
Already Tonyn had received intelligence that armed
cruisers were out from South Carolina to seize
merchant ships bound in with ordnance stores for
the garrison and powder for the merchants. His
idea was that at their appearance the St. John
should go out to protect them until the wind permitted them to enter the harbor. However, Lieutenant Grant, commander of the St. John, had answered the summons of Governor Wright, of Georgia, who was in a desperate situation politically.
Tonyn also had information that the warship
Prosper of ten guns was being equipped in South
Carolina to cruise under the command of Lempriere.
In fact, it was offered to him only to be declined,
and then handed over to his former mate, Captain
Simon Tufts. The report was that the Prosper
would take its station off the mouth of St. Marys
river in order to intercept such vessels as were
steering for St. Augustine. Tonyn feared to send
his provincial vessel up to Charleston for the Florida mail lest it be captured by the rebel cruisers.
These items he communicated in a letter of September 14, 1775, to Admiral Graves, at Boston. He
closed with the remark that he should heartily
3. Ibid., 704.
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rejoice to have the Florida coast “cleared of such
petty, insignificant cruisers” which were nevertheless “able to do great mischief to defenceless merchant ships." 4
At that time or soon after, captains Doran and
Wallace were at St. Augustine with their vessels,
for which, according to Captain Mulcaster, they had
no employment. Wallace was contemplating a voyage to the West Indies. They had recently sounded
the water over the bars of St. Marys and Nassau
rivers. They declared that St. Marys had a better
depth than Charleston and that Nassau’s was as
good as St. Augustine’s. Mulcaster’s sounding at
the mouth of St. Johns showed a depth of nine feet
at low water. 5
On October 1, 1775, the man-of-war schooner St.
Lawrence arrived off the bar of St. Augustine, with
Lieutenant Graves in command. The pilots went
out and were taken on board. The wind freshened
and the schooner stood off and on for the rest of
the day and night. The next day she sailed in
without touching the bar. Her draft was nine feet,
but the tide was at three-quarters flood. The sounding here two months before had shown a depth of
seven feet at low water. The tide ran five feet,
giving twelve at high water. Governor Tonyn
promptly wrote to Admiral Graves thanking him
for this mark of his attention to the royal service
in Florida, to which she would be of great use. 6 All
the towns-people were thankful that St. Augustine
was to be the station of the St. Lawrence. Captain
Mulcaster wrote to General James Grant, former
governor of the province, that she would be “infinitely necessary here, for neither provisions, cor4. American. Archives, 706; Vol. IV, 63, 64.
5. Ibid., 836; Vol. IV, 333.
6. Ibid., 316, 317; Vol. IV, 329.
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respondence, or anything whatever is to be obtained
at this place without such assistance.” Both Mulcaster and his fellow-officers knew from a reliable
source that East Florida was indebted to Grant for
this addition to its small flotilla at the capital,
namely: a decked schooner of about fourteen tons,
the province’s launch of sixteen oars, a stout, open
boat, and Mulcaster’s own decked boat, which was
always available for public use. Mulcaster referred
to an armed schooner at St. Marys as effectively
stopping the inland passage by water and suggested
that another at the St. Johns would prevent the
enemy’s passing that river. Of course, the civil
and military officers in St. Augustine heard with
uneasiness that the Carolinians had fitted out three
armed vessels, besides the Prosper, to cruise off
their coast and in Florida waters. 7
Late in September 1775, Captain Lofthouse had
laden his brigantine Betsy with lumber at St. Marys
and was expected off the bar of St. Augustine in
a few days, before sailing for England. 8
Lieutenant governor John Moultrie wrote to
Grant his hearty thanks for the “essential service”
he had rendered his former government by sending
the St. Lawrence. He told that Georgia and South
Carolina had done their utmost to starve the Floridians who had been alarmed at first by their neighbors’ threats. Moultrie reproved his fellowplanters for expecting to get their subsistence from
outsiders when they could grow their own food. He
practiced what he preached and, at the time of writing, had a surplus of eight hundred bushels of corn
at his Bella Vista plantation ; he also had a fine crop
of rice garnered at his Mosquito place and a second
growth of it nearly ripe. Almost every planter
7. Ibid., Vol. IV, 330, 331.
8. Ibid., Vol. IV, 329.
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was raising his own provisions, and many of them
had a great deal to spare. 9
About mid-July 1776 while Mr. John Berwick was
helping to defend Charleston, South Carolina,
against a British force, an armed vessel, supposed
to be commanded by Captain Osborne and commissioned by Governor Tonyn, landed some of its crew
at Berwick’s plantation. They compelled the wife
of the overseer to lead them to the huts where the
most valuable slaves lived and carried off eight of
them. This loss and the consequent impairment of
Mr. Berwick’s crop, he estimated at 7,000 in
currency.
Somewhat over two months later Mr. Berwick
stated his case in a petition to the South Carolina
assembly and asked to be allowed to indemnify himself by seizing property within the state belonging
to the Honorable John Moultrie, lieutenant governor of East Florida, and to John Stuart, Esq., the
late superintendent of Indian Affairs in the Southern District, or to other owners of Carolina property
who lived south of St. Marys river. 10
The petition was at once referred to a committee
of the assembly which promptly concluded that
many other citizens would probably suffer losses of
property through enemy depredations, and in order
to indemnify them all under a general rule a law
should be enacted for the purpose of creating a fund
out of the estates of absentees from the state who
were known to be inimical to the liberties of America. Such estates would thus be kept from alienation, embezzlement, or diminution. The assembly
agreed to this report. 11
At the end of July 1776, when General Charles
9. Ibid., 336.
10. Am. Archives, Fifth Ser., Vol. III, 23.
11. Ibid., 29.
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Lee was at Savannah arranging for an expedition
against East Florida, the committee of safety told
Lee that one of the benefits of such an enterprise
would be in stopping the attacks upon the Georgia
coast by the Florida privateers. 12 This suggests
that Governor Tonyn had been issuing letters of
marque and reprisal to navigators of armed sloops
and schooners who hoped to bring in prizes. We
know that he issued one of these letters to Captain
George Osborne in August 1776, and another to
Lieutenant John Mowbray, commander of the sloop
Rebecca of ten guns in the following month. 13 It
may have been about this time that Captain Adam
Bachop of St. Augustine was commissioned to go
privateering. He was mentioned at the end of December 1777, by Joseph Clay, a leading Whig merchant of Savannah, as being in command of a large
sloop of fourteen guns and likely to prey upon the
coast and trade of Georgia. 14
Late in the summer of 1776 there was an armed
schooner guarding St. Marys river, which was supplemented by a very few poorly manned outposts.
Settlers fled down to the St. Johns river on account
of the constant alarms of the northern border. To
restore confidence, the tender Otter, Captain
Squires, and an armed shallop were sent up there
with a reinforcement of East Florida Rangers, Indians, and regulars. These vessels evidently returned. In view of the news of Lee’s expedition
brought by the royal ship Raven, Captain Stanhope,
in September, Governor Tonyn felt safer with the
Otter lying off the bar. Although the River St.
Johns was protected by the sloop Rebecca and the
12. W. H. Siebert, Loyalists in East Florida, 1774-1785, I, 42.
13. Ibid., 43.
14. Letters of Joseph Clay (1776-1793), pp. 70-71.
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St. John, the sloop Tuncastle was sent to join
them. 15
On the morning of October 4, 1776, the ship-ofwar Defence, out of Annapolis, commanded by Captain George Cooke, seized a sloop from St. Augustine and bound to Liverpool. She had only a little
indigo on board, and a large packet of papers belonging to the sloop. Her two passengers informed
Captain Cooke that the British sloop-of-war Otter
and her tender, the schooner Kinderhook, and three
small schooners of four and six guns were stationed
off St. Augustine, while off of Cockspur, on the
coast of Georgia, were the Sphywx of twenty 9pounders, the Raven of sixteen 6-pounders, and the
Cherokee of six 4-pounders. The captured sloop
was placed under a prize-master and sent into
Annapolis. 16
In the opening days of February 1777, Robert
Morris, vice-president of the Marine Committee of
the United Colonies, revealed his plan to try to
neutralize privateering in Southern waters by an
incursion from the North, which, he hoped, might
give British warships something else to do than
operating along the coast against the little American
fleet. He chose John Paul Jones as the bold searover to execute his project. Jones was first to
take from the almost defenseless island of St. Kitts,
in the West Indies, its cannon, stores, and merchandise. He was next to defeat the two or three
sloops-of-war at Pensacola and loot the town of its
artillery and munitions of war. He would then
send a brigantine and sloop to the mouth of the
Mississippi to seize British cargoes of indigo, rice,
tobacco, and pelts. His own cruisers would circumnavigate Florida and terrorize St. Augustine.
15. Siebert, op. cit., 38, 43, 44.
16. Am. Archives, Fifth Ser., Vol. II, 863.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol22/iss2/4

8

Siebert: Privateering in Florida Waters and Northwards: During the Revolut

70

F LORIDA H ISTORICAL Q UARTERLY

His force of marines was to be ample enough for
his several tasks on shore, and he would refit at
Savannah or Charleston. 17 But this ambitious plan
was not even attempted.
However, another wide-ranging mariner from the
North made a capture in February 1777, at the expense of St. Augustine. This was Captain Samuel
Champlain, Jr., of New London, Connecticut, who
utilized his armed sloop American Revenue in capturing a double-deck brig filled with king’s stores
and dry goods from London for St. Augustine. The
prize was taken into a North Carolina port for condemnation. The Florida capital suffered a similar
but smaller loss five months later, when the brig
Judith, with a cargo of dry goods, was seized by
the cruiser Notre Dame and carried into a South
Carolina port. 18
In April and May 1777, Colonel Samuel Elbert
led an expedition from Sunbury, Georgia, to St.
Marys river, Commodore Bowen being in charge
of the “fleet.” We are interested here only in the
naval arrangements in northern Florida disclosed
by the expedition. From the northern part of
Jekyl island one of Elbert’s officers saw two sailing
vessels standing off and on. A woman from Amelia
island came on board the Congress galley and told
that the local people had been advised of the approach of the Georgians, whom they were preparing
to receive. She reported that cannon had been
placed on Hesters (St. Johns) Bluff, at the base of
which was a large ship with guns. Several days
later Daniel McGirth, a leader of Indians and East
Florida Rangers, assured the invaders that their
17. C. O. Paullin, The Navy of the American Revolution, 173,
174-176.
18. Louis F. Middlebrook, Maritime Connecticut during the American Revolution, II, 51, 429.
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strength, both by land and water, was known to the
Floridians, and that a frigate and several other
armed vessels were lying in wait for them at the
mouth of the St. Johns. In Nassau sound two
enemy vessels were seen. The little fleet from
Georgia was now so short of meat that Elbert sent
an urgent note to Commodore Bowen for the opinions of the galley and transport captains as to the
time it would take to pass through Amelia narrows.
The answers must have been discouraging, and the
inland passage was now guarded by two armed
vessels. By the end of May the fleet and army
were on the way back to Sunbury. 19
About a year later there was much cruising off
the Florida coast by several privateers out of St.
Augustine. Success in capturing prizes fell to the
Daphne, Galatea, and Perseus. French merchant
ships which they took, had on board seventeen military officers and two hundred soldiers who were kept
from joining the Americans by being held as prisoners of war. At about the same time East Florida
lost a brigantine, the ship Hinchenbrook, and the
sloop Rebecca at Frederica to three galleys from
Georgia, which carried three hundred of Colonel
Elbert’s men and two fieldpieces. 20
In June 1778, Florida privateers were cruising off
Charleston harbor, where the Connecticut ship
Defence, Captain Samuel Smedley, was just completing its quarantine for smallpox. Smedley was
appealed to by the governor to go in quest of the
privateers. Mariners of the town helped him to
fit out, and the French armed sloop Volant (Flyer),
Captain Daniel, volunteered to accompany him.
They crossed the bar and before night fell in with
19. Siebert, op. cit., 45, 46; Collections, Georgia Historical Society, Vol. V, Pt. 2, pp. 25-27.
20. Siebert, op. cit. 56.
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three enemy sloops. They captured two of them,
namely: Tonyn's Revenge of seventy-two men and
twelve carriage guns and swivels, commanded by
Captain Adam Bachop ; the other was the Ranger
of thirty-five men and eight guns, commanded by
Captain George Osborne. The third privateer escaped in the heavy weather and the dark, while
Smedley was securing the prisoners. Next day the
captors took their prizes into port and libeled them
in the court of admiralty. A few weeks later the
captured vessels were sold for more than 80,000
in Carolina currency. Of this amount the Volant
was awarded one-third, and the balance was divided
between Captain Smedley and the state of South
Carolina. 21
The southernmost part of the Florida coast to
be invaded by a privateer was Mosquito (now Ponce
de Leon) inlet. That was on August 30, 1778, when
the intruder’s crew did considerable damage on
shore and abducted thirty of Dr. Andrew Turnbull’s
negroes. The vessel was pursued by the tender
Otter, which was wrecked by a gale on Cape
Canaveral. At this period Colonel James Mark
Prevost sought to strengthen the coast defense of
the province by appealing to General Clinton to
send down men-of-war, fieldpieces, arms, and ammunition. 22 The convexity of the coast of southern
Georgia and northern Florida afforded a favorable
cruising ground to privateers trailing richly laden
vessels converging to St. Augustine. Privateers
were still frequenting that stretch of water in the
spring of 1779. About the first of May three of them
did team work in seizing the Jason and its convoy. 23
In the following August the sloop Revenge of
21. Middlebrook, op. cit., 311, 312.
22. Siebert,op. cit., 60.
23. Ibid., 76.
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eighty men and twelve guns, commanded by Captain
Nathan Post of Saybrook, Connecticut, captured
the privateer sloop Mosquito of fourteen guns from
24
St. Augustine. Her late master was Neil McNeil.
The Rosebud privateer from St. Augustine arrived at New York on November 19, 1779, with letters from Governor Tryon and Lieutenant Colonel
Fraser, containing news of the blockade of Savannah by D’Estaing’s fleet and a rebel force which
had begun early in the preceding September. 25
Our incidents of privateering in which East Florida was involved on one side or the other, stop at
this point, but there must have been more of them.
So far as West Florida was concerned Middlebrook gives but one instance. It occurred in July
1781, when the brigantine Favorite of seventy-five
men and fourteen guns, Captain Jonathan Buddington, carried into New London, Connecticut,
some prisoners he had taken from a transport that
had part of the Pensacola garrison on board. 26

24. Middlebrook, op. cit. 268.
25. Collections, New York Historical Society, 1883, p. 189.
26. Middlebrook, op. cit. 87.
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